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This Chapter presents a detailed and in-depth analysis of 
the outcomes and impact of ‘Fair Trade’ voluntary standards 
on producers and exporters in developing countries. In 
assessing voluntary standards as one type of intervention in 
markets, it is important to understand that the policy choice 
is between different aspects of second-best solutions.56

So far the Fair Trade movement has concentrated mainly on 
trade in goods, particularly commodities. As early as a 
decade ago, however, Cleverdon and Kalisch examined the 
feasibility of ‘fair trade’ in tourism. The Preamble of the WTO 
General Agreement on Trade in Services (GATS) may be 
read as seeking to achieve ‘fair trade’ in the sense of a level 
playing fi eld, of procedural fairness and perhaps even as 
consistent with the aims of the Fair Trade movement. Prima 
facie it should be possible to extend Fair Trade to include 
trade in at least some services.

The Fair Trade movement can be distinguished from ‘fairness 
in trade’ in being ‘concerned with impoverished and exploited 
producers located primarily in developing countries – not with 
protecting domestic industries and corporations.’57 On the 
other hand, the Fair Trade movement targets specifi c 
producers or groups of producers, rather than specifi c 
developing countries, groups of developing countries or 
developing countries as a whole. In this respect, it differs from 
‘fairness in trade’ in the sense in which it is commonly used in 
the discourse of international organizations to mean equality 
of opportunity, or equity of distribution, or both, as goals to be 
achieved through trade negotiations and improved 
management of international trade.

In the past, economists often argued that the Fair Trade 
movement ‘represents alternative socioeconomic behaviour 
which confl icts with concepts of rational action and effi cient 
resource allocation.’58 However, recent research in 
economics,59 seriously questions the assumptions underlying 
these basic concepts. Research on the architecture of 
markets 60 and its adaptation in the fi eld of international trade 
law61 suggest that there is room for an alternative, more 
convincing analysis of the Fair Trade movement based on 
economic sociology. Patel (2009) observes that ‘humans 
have evolved complex behaviours that include in-built desires 
for altruism and fairness as well as selfi shness and avarice.’62

The introduction of voluntary standards and labelling 
starting in 1988 with Max Havelaar and then third-party 
certifi cation, the inclusion of food products starting with 
coffee, the professionalization of shops and alternative 
trade movements and the creation of regional and 
international networks (EFTA, IFAT now WFTO, NEWS, 
FINE)63 substantially altered the character, dynamics and 
reach of the movement.64 For example, Fair Trade Labelling 
Organisations International (FLO) consists today of 24 
organizations (19 labelling initiatives, 3 producer networks 
and 2 associate members).65

Over the past two decades, a new type of ‘conscious 
consumer’ has emerged as a powerful force, particularly in 
high-income economies, increasingly demanding more 
complete information on products. Non-governmental 
organizations (NGOs), consumers and the media have 
increased pressure on branded product manufacturers 
and retailers to act in a more environmentally conscious 
and socially responsible way. A plethora of voluntary 
labels66 has emerged as a way to indicate the application 
of principles such as protecting social rights, conserving 
the environment, or promoting sustainable agriculture. 
From a small base, market shares of products carrying 
these claims have seen unprecedented growth, and 
demand is expected to increase further. Tapping into 
these high-growth markets presents an attractive 
opportunity for producers and exporters in developing 
countries and for traders and retailers. Yet, important 
questions remain as to the ability of producers from 
developing countries to successfully participate in and 
benefi t from these programmes.

THE PRODUCER AND 
EXPORTER: OPPORTUNITIES 
AND RISKS
To what extent do voluntary standards represent 
opportunities or risks for producers in developing countries? 
From an exporter’s perspective, the key questions include:
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• Do voluntary standards facilitate market access or do 
they represent a new market barrier?

• Is participation in voluntary standards profi table?

• Do voluntary standards provide upgrading opportunities?

Other questions go beyond the producer:

•  Do standards change the distribution of economic 
returns, power and institutional relations across the 
value chain?

• Are there signifi cant social and environmental impacts 
from voluntary standards?

• When is a standard credible?

• Do governments have a role to play regarding voluntary 
standards?

THE PRODUCER’S 
PERSPECTIVE: FACILITATING 
MARKET ACCESS OR A NEW 
MARKET BARRIER?
Fair Trade and organic markets have grown at double or 
treble the rates of conventional markets in many categories. 
Between 2002 and 2007, sales of certifi ed organic products 
doubled and reached $46 billion. By 2012, sales are 
expected to reach $67 billion. According to the International 
Coffee Organization (ICO), worldwide imports for organically 
certifi ed coffee grew by an average of 41% annually in 
2003/04–2007/08, while the overall imports for conventional 
coffee grew by only 2.6% annually in the same period. 
Fairtrade-labelled products, particularly bananas, fl owers, 
sugar and coffee, increased sales by 38% over the period 
2003/04–2007/08, according to FLO. Similarly, the forest 
area certifi ed by the Forest Stewardship Council (FSC) grew 
by 250% over the same period.

A study by Araujo et al. (2009), identifi ed consumer demand 
and market growth as strong incentives for producers of 
forestry products in Brazil to engage in certifi cation. Besides 
being part of a growing market, producers also may benefi t 

from the opportunity to get closer to buyers who better 
understand their needs. For example, Fairtrade has been 
recognized in various studies as a way to engage small-
scale or disadvantaged producers in cooperatives and 
connect them to these expanding markets in the case of tea 
(Raynolds and Ngcwangu, 2010) as well as coffee 
(Giovannucci and Ponte, 2005). Overall, participating in 
global value chains through voluntary standards has the 
opportunity to translate into benefi cial long-term trade 
relations and systems of ‘preferred buyers’ (Henson, 2006).

But what happens when these markets are not niche 
opportunities for producers to choose from but become a 
de facto requirement to export certain products? In 
categories such as fruits and vegetables, supposedly 
voluntary standards are becoming ubiquitous and 
unavoidable for accessing global value chains. Of the 
largest food retailing chains in Europe who require their 
suppliers to be GlobalG.A.P. 67 compliant, seven alone 
account for 76% of fresh fruit and vegetable sales and 70% 
to 90% of fresh-produce imports from Africa (Webber and 
Labaste, 2009).

In this context, questions have been raised about:

• Increased costs of compliance as criteria go beyond 
regulatory requirements (Henson, 2006);

• Potential anti-competitive behaviour of dominant fi rms 
(Casella, 2001);

• Governance at the national and international level, 
including the role of WTO (Henson, 2006; Nadvi and 
Waltring, 2003) (see Chapter II).

Voluntary standards have been criticized by some authors as 
being de facto non-tariff barriers to trade (Chang, 1997; 
Verbruggen, Kuik and Bennis, 1995) threatening the ‘viability 
of the international food trade system, established by nation 
states; generating unintended but signifi cant barriers to trade 
for small producers in developing countries and functioning 
without the accountability of a review body’ (Roberts, 2009 p. 
254).
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VOLUNTARY STANDARDS AND 
PROFITABILITY
A major assumption behind the growth of voluntary standards 
is that they result in positive economic, social and 
environmental changes across the value chain, starting with 
the producer. But do they? Do the positive impacts of 
voluntary standards outweigh the costs of introducing and 
operating them? A recent report of the ISEAL Alliance, the 
global association for social and environmental standards, 
says that most impact assessment activities have been 
carried out as isolated exercises and ‘suffer from a lack of 
broadly comparable data and a limited ability to draw system-
wide conclusions about impacts.’68 The report goes on to 
state that the fi eld lacks consensus not only on what needs to 
be measured but also how it should be measured.

At the producer level, the impact on overall income needs to 
take into account both the increased revenue effects – 
through price premiums, reduction of inputs, increase in 
yield, increased productivity, and product quality – and also 
increased investments and ongoing costs of participation – 
including certifi cation and auditing costs, additional labour, 
lower yields and change in farming practices. Costs of 
adopting standards and benefi ts reaped from doing so 
largely depend on producer circumstances, such as size, 
experience, administrative and technical capabilities and 
location.

In a review of studies on certifi cation impacts, Blackman 
and Rivera (2010) analyse the conclusions of 37 studies 
spanning across the most frequently certifi ed products 
(bananas, coffee, fi sh, timber and tourism) and fi nd that 
only six studies provide what authors defi ne as 
methodologically sound69 evidence supporting the 
hypothesis that certifi cation has positive socio-economic or 
environmental impacts at the producer levels. Eight studies 
found that certifi cation did not have an observable impact 
and the remaining 23 are methodologically unsound 
according to the criteria set by the authors. Still, even 
accounting for limitations in the applicability of the data,70 a 
number of studies provide insight into factors infl uencing 
economic impact at the producer level. It should be noted 
that with the exception of Fairtrade, voluntary standards do 
not guarantee a price premium, but the studies do indicate 
that higher prices can be paid for meeting other standards 
as well.

Beyond the immediate premium, however, some studies on 
organic certifi ed coffee exporters highlight that increased 
income may also arise from other factors such as higher 
yields (Bolwig et al., 2008; Kilian et al., 2006; Nemes 2009). 
When certifi cation did result in a higher net income for the 
producer, the additional revenues enhanced business 
prospects as they were invested in productive infrastructure, 
improved access to credit, enabled transition to organic 
production and facilitated technical improvements leading 
to higher productivity (Bacon, 2004; Fort and Ruben, 2008; 
Murray et al., 2003; Nelson and Pound, 2009).

The cost of compliance with a standard is an important issue 
for producers when considering certifi cation. Several studies 
assessing the costs of compliance with the GlobalG.A.P. 
standard found that costs are signifi cant, but vary greatly 
according to producer and exporter characteristics. 
Preparedness of exporters and economies of scale were 
found to be major factors in keeping costs manageable for 
farmers. Studying 11 exporters in Kenya, costs per small 
farmer certifi cation were found to amount to over £1,000 
(about $1,470).On average 36% was borne by the farmer, 
44% paid for by the exporter and 20% funded by external 
agencies. A study of 439 small-scale export vegetable 
producers in Kenya concluded that initial and recurrent cost 
of GlobalG.A.P. certifi cation amounted to one-third of farmers’ 
annual income, although exporters and donors paid for 
external auditing, certifi cation, training and soil analysis.

Overall, it is hard to generalize about the economic impact 
of certifi cation for producers. Certain producers have indeed 
seen positive net income subsequent to their participation in 
voluntary standards, but this is not the case across all 
products, certifi cations and regions. Ultimately, results are 
highly variable and depend very much on local conditions 
and how standards are implemented.

VOLUNTARY STANDARDS AND 
EXPORT CAPABILITY
Standards, through their specifi c requirements, either 
encourage or prescribe changes in organizational 
processes and production practices that can help 
producers upgrade their skills. Several studies show that 
implementation of certifi cation requirements leads 
producers to improve management and monitoring 
systems, to increase productivity, to implement good 
farming practices, to improve resource management and to 
have better access to credit.

Nevertheless, implementing standards requires resources 
and capabilities, which small producers in many cases do 
not have. Consequently, for a majority of standards, these 
producers face more problems to attain certifi cation than 
larger ones, including higher production costs, infrastructure 
requirements or the need to implement control and 
management systems.

In addition to the possibility of upgrading, some of the 
standards have also been found to facilitate greater 
integration in global value chains, with opportunities to 
improve post-harvest processing, product quality and 
supply capacity. But this appears to be strongly infl uenced 
by the role that buyers chose to play. In the case of Fairtrade, 
Raynolds (2008) distinguishes among mission-driven, 
quality-driven and market-driven buyers according to the 
role they play in the value chain. In quality-driven buyer-
seller relations, buyers collaborate with producers aiming to 
reach and maintain a certain quality level of the product. 
This relationship is characterized by more direct and stable 
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trading relations, income predictability and pre-fi nancing. 
However, market-driven buyers pursue conventional 
business practices, promote competition among certifi ed 
producers and mainly see certifi cation as a traceability or 
reputation-enhancing tool.

VOLUNTARY STANDARDS AND 
DISTRIBUTIONAL IMPACT
An important question regarding voluntary standards is 
whether and how these modify the distribution of economic 
rents, power and institutional relations across the value 
chain. Much of the initial research on this topic has used the 
global commodity or global value-chains theory that 
provides a framework for analysing how economic value is 
created and how it is controlled along the chain. The model 
addresses the spatial dispersion of activities, the input-
output structure, the power relations that coordinate the 
activities and the institutional frameworks in which 
production and exchange activities are embedded.

With regard to the spatial dispersion of activities, Sexsmith 
and Potts (2009) found evidence that standards do alter the 
territoriality of value chains by ‘diverting products to markets 
that demonstrate greater demand – and may be willing to 
pay a premium price – for items that have been produced 
under sustainable conditions’. This, for example, is the case 
for the coffee market in the Netherlands, where 25% of 
coffee consumed in 2008 was certifi ed, or the United 
Kingdom, where Fairtrade bananas achieved a market 
share of 27% in value in the fi rst half of 2008.

The topic of input-output structure and the distribution of 
rents across the chain, however, is a more controversial 
one. Regarding the incremental market value of these 
products, some experts in the fi eld propose that ‘if 
supermarkets were interested in maximizing the sales of 
sustainable produce, they would accept an equal or lower 
margin on Fairtrade-labelled goods’ (Vorley, 2003, p. 36). 
The limited research that exists today does not make it 
possible to draw fi rm conclusions on this issue. However, 
case studies in coffee and bananas point to the opposite 
being the case, with incremental value generated by 
certifi cation being appropriated over-proportionately by 
processors and retailers, even taking into account higher 
stocking and developing costs for niche products.

In a study of Fairtrade coffee in Nicaragua, Mendoza and 
Bastiaensen (2003) found that while the fi nal consumer 
price in Europe was 34% higher, the price paid to producers 
had increased by only 4%. In the case of bananas, a case 
study carried out in Central America by Kilian et al. (2005) 
found premiums at producer level for organic or Fairtrade 
bananas in 2004 ranging from 15-50%, while premiums at 
the retail level for these products in Europe oscillated 
between 50% and 100%. This is confi rmed in another study 
of bananas carried out by the French agricultural research 
centre CIRAD, which found that supermarkets captured 

most of the retail value, with 33% in the fair-trade chain and 
as much as 40% in the organic chain in 2006.

On the distribution of costs, while Fairtrade does explicitly 
take account of higher compliance costs for buyers, this is 
not the case in most schemes. Some voluntary standards 
have been accused of being unfair in the balance of the 
burden of compliance costs and risks being borne by the 
producer, compared to those for developed country buyers 
or retailers, with no guarantee of fi nancial benefi ts for 
producers even if they meet the necessary standards.

Depending on the standard, producers bear different 
proportions of these costs. But in the vast majority of cases 
the producer and exporter has to bear a considerable 
amount. In FSC and Programme for the Endorsement of 
Forest Certifi cation (PEFC) certifi cation, the majority of costs 
have to be borne by forest owners and certifi cation and 
audit costs can become a ‘critical cost barrier’ to individual 
forest owners (Oy, 2005). The International Institute for 
Environment and Development (IIED) carried out a study on 
GlobalG.A.P. certifying producers of vegetables in Kenya 
and found that producers paid 36% of initial costs of 
certifi cation and 14% of recurrent costs. Despite total costs 
being shared between farms, exporters and external 
agencies, a considerable number of producers in 2006 
dropped out of GlobalG.A.P. certifi cation, partly as a 
consequence of complying with the complexities of the 
standard but also due to the high costs of compliance.

A possible explanation of this outcome lies in another 
dimension of value-chain analysis: the distribution of power 
relations across the chain. In conventional markets, most 
agriculture-based commodities currently covered by 
sustainability certifi cations show evidence of an 
accumulation of power by large retailers in what are called 
buyer-driven value chains. Voluntary standards are thus 
impacted by broader industry dynamics and supply and 
demand conditions. Voluntary standards have the potential 
to change the rules of participation and the distribution of 
authority to make these rules. Fairtrade, for example, aims 
at transforming trading structures and practices in favour of 
the poor and disadvantaged, setting minimum prices, 
establishing long-term contracts and providing advance 
payments. A number of case studies point to Fairtrade 
increasing economic empowerment and providing 
important opportunities for otherwise disadvantaged small-
scale producers in specifi c communities. However, even 
when improved conditions can be guaranteed under certain 
standards, the proportion of produce sold as certifi ed is not. 
This can leave producers investing in the reforms and 
certifi cation costs but ultimately selling most of their produce 
as conventional commodities.

In forestry, certifi cation is increasingly seen as a normal part 
of doing business by large retailers seeking to manage their 
risk and reputation. Retailers rarely pay price premiums, as 
they have to remain competitive with non-certifi ed sellers 
and, instead, use their purchasing volumes to obtain 
leverage over the market. Large buyers often have more 
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bargaining power as they can switch between suppliers 
relatively easily, while producers tend to compete with each 
other for the preference of fewer buyers.

A more general issue raised by critics is the business model 
under which voluntary standards operate. Since certifi cation 
and auditing costs can present a barrier to small and less 
sophisticated farmers, NGOs, development organizations 
and in some cases downstream organizations have stepped 
in to help with external funding. Standards organizations 
themselves today represent an important source of support 
for producers, with organizations such as FLO and the 
Marine Stewardship Council (MSC) spending 57% and 38% 
respectively of their total budgets on these activities. In turn, 
donations from charitable, governmental or private entities 
fund anywhere from 34%, in the case of the FSC, to 86% of 
MSC’s budget. This reliance on external and discontinuous 
funding makes the system fragile unless this can be 
systematically recognized and integrated by the market 
framework.

SOCIAL AND ENVIRONMENTAL 
IMPACT OF VOLUNTARY 
STANDARDS
Behind most voluntary standards lies is an explicit or implicit 
intention to extend the impact of such trade beyond specifi c 
producers to environmental conditions and to local 
communities. This extended view covers different areas 
depending on the type of certifi cation but tends to include 
one or more of fi ve key aspects:

• Impact on the local community

• The role of cooperatives

• Improving work conditions

• Protecting the rights of indigenous communities

• Increasing gender equality

• Ensuring environment conservation and biodiversity.

Some voluntary certifi cations, such as Fairtrade, explicitly 
address the issue of local communities and stipulate that 
part of the Fairtrade premium should be invested in a 
‘communal fund for workers and farmers to improve their 
social, economic and environmental conditions’. These 
conditions appear to be implemented broadly across 
regions and types of commodities. On the other hand, 
preliminary studies analysing community-based indicators 
across multiple certifi cations such as the Committee on 
Sustainability Assessment (COSA) on coffee suggest that 
the actual impact in terms of community, organizational 
infrastructure and governance mechanisms varies with 
different schemes, but is not yet signifi cant, probably 
because the scale of operations limits impact at producer 
level.

Cooperatives have long been perceived as instruments for 
development with an economic and social function for small 
farmers. They can contribute to, for example, economies of 
scale, improved competitiveness, cost-sharing possibilities 
and improved access to credit and buyers. By requiring 
small-holder producers to organize in cooperatives or other 
democratically controlled producer organizations, Fairtrade 
aims to use the potential benefi ts for farmers provided by 
this form of organization. Yet it remains unclear whether 
cooperatives improve producers’ situations and whether 
they are effective in delivering services to coffee farmers. 
Mixed evidence suggests that, again, outcomes depend on 
producer-specifi c factors such as experience and external 
circumstances.

Several studies describe cases where cooperatives did not 
improve producers’ economic and social situation. A possible 
explanation is ‘their democratic structure, which may prevent 
effi cient control of management and a system that requires 
the active participation of members, whereby free riding can 
become a problem, more complex administration 
procedures, lack of working capital and because of a diffi cult 
economic situation, less effect on social development’ 
(Milford 2004).

An alternative to cooperatives is the use of hired labour. A 
number of studies have analysed the effects of voluntary 
standards on labour conditions and workers’ rights and 
found a positive relationship between these issues and the 
implementation, for example, of the Ethical Trade Initiative 
standard. Still, most of the requirements of standards refer 
to permanent hires, while for many agricultural crops, 
seasonally hired labour represents an important part of the 
workforce. Requirements of most standards do not 
generally cover these labourers.

Another issue concerns protection of indigenous 
communities. Voluntary certifi cations such as FSC stipulate 
the protection of rights of indigenous communities in 
logging concessions. Studies are few and present mixed 
evidence. But on certain occasions policing practices in 
forests have been found to go too far and to intimidate 
indigenous communities (Forest Peoples Programme, 
2006).

Progress on the issue of gender balance is also stipulated in 
several certifi cation schemes, but again appears not to 
show uniform results. Taylor and Leigh (2005) did not fi nd 
indications that gender was considered an important 
internal issue in Fairtrade communities where men 
dominated in decision-making about coffee production. 
Lyon argues that ‘the Fairtrade network is falling short of its 
goal to promote gender equity’.

With regards to the conservation of biodiversity, several 
case studies have found a positive impact on protected 
areas. For example, in a study of a biosphere reserve in 
Central America, Hughell and Butterfi eld (2008) found that 
the average annual deforestation rate over fi ve years in the 
core protected areas was 20 times higher than the 
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deforestation rate for the FSC-certifi ed concessions, and 
that the incidence of fi res on the FSC-certifi ed forests had 
dropped from 6.5% to 0.1% over the same period. Visseren-
Hamakers and Glasbergen (2006) fi nd that the most 
valuable contribution of voluntary forest standards with 
regards to conservation ‘has been fi lling the gap when 
governments were not willing and/or able to regulate’. 
However, another study analysing deforestation in the state 
of Acre in Brazil, showed a very small impact for certifi cation 
compared to a control group of forest operators who already 
used local forest management practices (de Lima et al., 
2008).

All in all, though most certifi cations have the intention to 
generate positive change beyond the individual participating 
producers, enacting this type of change and establishing a 
causal relationship between this and changes at the 
community level are at best diffi cult tasks, and have only 
started to be addressed relatively recently.

CREDIBILITY OF VOLUNTARY STANDARDS

An important question on voluntary standards concerns the 
relative legitimacy of these schemes. The growing role of 
voluntary standards, particularly with respect to 
environmental protection and food safety, has led 
governments and inter-governmental bodies to express 
concern about the legitimacy of these standards, in general 
and in relation to existing regulatory standards and 
regulatory making processes.

Henson and Humphrey (2009) propose an independent set 
of criteria to measure the relative legitimacy of specifi c 
standards including:

• The infl uence of value-chain stakeholders on the 
standards-setting process

• The extent to which the standard-setting process is 
transparent

• The inclusion of developing country interests

• The scientifi c foundation on which they are based.

On this basis, the authors cite the lack of representation of 
smaller fi rms and marginalized groups as a challenge to the 
legitimacy of some standards. Another key concern 
regarding the legitimacy of the standards is whether they 
are science-based, questioning whether private food-safety 
standards provide higher levels of protection than those 
covered by the SPS Agreement.

A self-regulating initiative, the Code of Good Practice for 
Setting Social and Environmental Standards, has been 
developed by the ISEAL71 Alliance as a tool to assess the 
credibility of voluntary standards systems. The association 
has also formulated codes of good practice covering impact 
measurement and verifi cation practices and providing 
guidance to the association members for the implementation 
of credible standards systems.

Another important indication of a standard’s credibility is the 
way in which a company’s conformity with the standard is 
assessed. To ensure credible verifi cation, it is important that 
conformity assessment be carried out by an independent 
organization not involved in standard setting and with no 
interest in the relation of the supplier and the buyer. This is 
called third-party verifi cation, or certifi cation. The certifi cation 
body should also demonstrate its capacity to provide 
certifi cation services by complying with internationally 
accepted guidelines for such bodies. These guidelines are 
set by the International Organization for Standardization, the 
European Union and other institutions such as the 
International Accreditation Service.

GOVERNMENTAL ROLE IN VOLUNTARY 
STANDARDS

Governments can play various roles when it comes to 
voluntary standards. Carey and Guttenstein (2009) describe 
three possibilities. Governments, they suggest, are 
supporters when they provide fi nancial incentives and 
technical assistance to suppliers to obtain certifi cation. 
Facilitators are governments that provide resources to 
encourage the development of a standard such as the East 
African Organic Products Standards (EAOPS), facilitated by 
governments of the East African Community. A third 
category is governments as users or buyers, when 
governments certify their own operations, explicitly requiring 
products purchased or imported to be certifi ed to a specifi c 
standard or to comply with a certain standard.

Since buyers play an important role in developing 
sustainable supply chains, governments are signifi cant as 
buyers of products and services in general and, increasingly, 
of those with sustainability claims. The OECD estimated a 
weighted average of 20% of GDP was spent on public 
purchasing in member countries between 1990 and 1997. 
The European Commission estimates public procurement 
at roughly €2,500 billion, accounting for 16% of Europe’s 
GDP. This represents a huge opportunity, but it also imposes 
a certain responsibility on public purchasing.

Do voluntary standards really make public procurement 
more sustainable or greener? A study carried out by 
PricewaterhouseCoopers, Signifi cant and Ecofys concludes 
that this can be the case. It found that environmentally 
responsible public procurement by seven pioneering EU 
member countries contributed to an average reduction of 
CO2 emissions of about 25% in 2006-2007.72
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MAKING VOLUNTARY 
STANDARDS WORK
Overall, there is a lack of evidence as to the circumstances 
under which certifi cation is an effi cient and effective tool to 
foster sustainable development and to improve livelihoods. 
Research carried out thus far is contradictory, lacks commonly 
accepted approaches and has not yet been directed towards 
achieving more broadly valid results. Still, several practitioners 
and researchers seem to agree that voluntary standards are 
a potential tool to foster development.

Producers need to be able to understand the key elements 
of voluntary standards and have the tools to assess whether 
one or more of these certifi cations represents an opportunity 
to increase income and improve well-being. Information and 
simplifi ed decision-making tools are an important element 
in improving the ability of producers, cooperatives and 
exporters to select the most appropriate option for their 
particular circumstances. Voluntary standards make most 
sense when they present an opportunity to become 
integrated into global value chains, enhance income 
predictability and provide upgrading opportunities. Therefore, 
the role of retailers, manufacturers and importers is crucial in 
determining the success of voluntary standards. Standards 
organizations have initiated a process that includes agreeing 
on mutual recognition and equivalence arrangements. The 
ISEAL Alliance also fosters the harmonization of standards. 
But further measures, such as certifi cation bodies offering 
offi cial recognition against a number of standards, need to 
be implemented to reduce the costs and other requirements 
of multiple certifi cations.

Institutions supporting producers need to increase efforts to 
support farmers and exporters when engaging in voluntary 
standards since the ability of exporters to meet requirements 
set by voluntary standards largely depends on enhanced 
capabilities at farm level. This should include training on 
good production practices, effi cient and productive farm 
management, quality improvement, and general business 
skills, such as fi nancial risk management. Institutional 
support should also back regional and national producer 
organizations in knowledge sharing, organizing transport, 
pooling volumes, improving infrastructure, including storage 
facilities, and enhancing strategic decision-making by 
providing critical market information. It is also important that 
producers and exporters gain easier access to: credit, 
national extension services, testing equipment and 
laboratory facilities. The establishment and enforcement of 
national standards linked to market requirements should be 
supported.

In addition to their supporting institutional role, governments 
are increasingly becoming involved as buyers of sustainability 
certifi ed products. Besides its direct impact, government 
purchasing can also play an important signalling role. 
International initiatives such as the International Green 
Purchasing Network, the Marrakech Process on Sustainable 
Public Procurement and the United Nations Environment 

Programme (UNEP) foster responsible public procurement 
by developing guidelines, raising awareness, fostering 
exchange of experiences and organizing training.

Another potential role for government lies in the regulatory 
arena. Voluntary standards are outside WTO jurisdiction 
and the SPS or TBT agreements. Concerns about voluntary 
standards acting as barriers to trade have been voiced, as 
they become an important form of governance over global 
agricultural and food-supply chains. Thus, voluntary 
standards may impact on the transparency of regulatory 
processes if countries lack a forum for discussion and 
exchange of positions on these standards. Implications of 
this development for WTO and the future handling of 
voluntary standards are currently being discussed within the 
framework of the Standards and Trade Development Facility 
(STDF).

Consumer willingness to pay for additional product 
attributes indicating the application of fair, social or 
environmentally friendly principles provides an opportunity 
for producers and exporters. The importance of voluntary 
standards will increase as the circumstances under which 
these standards evolved remain. In some sectors, certifi ed 
production and trade have already moved beyond the niche 
market and growth rates seen in the past decade are likely 
to continue.

Voluntary standards have the potential to boost exports 
from developing countries and lead to increased well-being 
for farmers and their communities. However, standards can 
also be a bust, by burdening exporters and hindering export 
opportunities and chances of benefi ting from participation 
in the standards. It is important for producers to learn how to 
deal with voluntary standards and their implications in order 
to harness opportunities and to meet challenges.

An increased understanding of how voluntary standards 
infl uence developing countries’ exports and the opportunities 
and the risks they entail will be crucial in designing policies 
and support mechanisms that enable producers and exporters 
to deal effectively with this new paradigm in trade. There are 
important questions surrounding the role of voluntary 
standards in facilitating access to premium markets, or acting 
as market barriers. Key issues need to be addressed both at 
the producer as well as at national and international institutional 
levels to ensure that standards become a boost rather than a 
bust for producers in developing countries.
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COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS OF VOLUNTARY STANDARDS

Table 22: Comparative analysis of voluntary standards

Type of 
standard

Products certifi ed
Certifi cation and 

monitoring

Compliance 
with int’l. norms 
and guidelines

Count of criteria for 
compliance

Geographic scope of 
standard operationa

4C Association Product/ 
process 
specifi c

Green coffee supply 
chain

Verifi cation service 
by independent 
third-party approved 
by 4C

ISEAL CGSSb

ILO CLCc

ILO 169

WHO 
(pesticides)d

Reqde Recdf Total: 21 countries 
LDCs: 5

Developing: 16 
Developed: 0

Socg: 34

Envh: 27

Econi: 4

Soc: 0

Env: 12

Econ: 9

Better Sugar 
Cane Initiative 
(BSI)

Product/ 
process 
specifi c

Sugar cane and its 
derived products 
incl. energy and 
biofuels

Standard for 
certifi cation is being 
tested

ISEAL CGSS

ISO 65

ILO CLC

ILO 169

WHO 
(pesticides)

Reqd

Soc: 2

Env: 12

Econ: 0

Recd

Soc: 23

Env: 23

Econ: 5

No operations have 
been BSI certifi ed

Fairtrade (FLO) Product/ 
process 
specifi c

Agriculture, 
composite and 
manufactured 
goods incl. 
bananas, cocoa, 
coffee, cotton, 
fl owers, fresh fruits, 
honey, juices, rice, 
spice and herbs, 
sport balls, sugar, 
tea, wine, some 
composite products

Inspection and 
certifi cation by 
FLOCERT, an 
independent 
certifi cation 
company controlled 
by a third-party 
organization

ISEAL CGSS

ISO 62, 65, 67

ILO CLC

ILO Safe Workj

ILO 155

ILO 169 

Reqd

Soc: 34

Env: 26

Econ:12

Recd

Soc: 8

Env: 30

Econ: 4

Total: 64 countries

LDCs: 19

Developing: 45

Developed: 0

Flower Label 
Program (FLP)

Product/ 
process 
specifi c

More than 300 
varieties of roses 
and other cut 
fl owers (dahlias, 
gerberas, peonies, 
tulips, etc.) and 
plants (leatherleaf 
ferns, tree ferns, 
ming ferns, etc.)

Auditing by 
independent audit 
organizations. 
Certifi cation by FLP 
Certifi cation 
Committee based 
on audit report.

ISO 65

ILO CLC

ILO 155

WHO 
(pesticides)

Reqd

Soc: 31

Env: 15

Econ: 0

Recd

Soc: 0

Env: 2

Econ: 0

Total: 4 countries

LDCs: 0

Developing: 4

Developed: 0

Forest 
Stewardship 
Council (FSC)

Product/ 
process 
specifi c

Forests, wood and 
paper products e.g., 
books, brochures, 
envelopes, journals, 
furniture, building 
materials (lumber, 
plywood, fl ooring, 
doors, etc), guitars, 
wood toys, 
cosmetics and 
kitchenware

Third-party 
certifi cation and 
monitoring by 
certifi cation bodies 
that need to be 
accredited

ISEAL CGSS

ISO 61 and 65

ILO CLC

ILO 155

ILO 169

ILO Safe Work

WTO TBT 
Agmtk

CBDl

Reqd

Soc: 10

Env: 2

Econ: 0

Recd

Soc: 12

Env: 33

Econ: 2

Total: 80 countries

LDCs: 5

Developing: 45

Developed: 30
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Type of 
standard

Products certifi ed
Certifi cation and 

monitoring

Compliance 
with int’l. norms 
and guidelines

Count of criteria for 
compliance

Geographic scope of 
standard operationa

GlobalG.A.P. Integratedm 
and 
product/ 
process 
specifi c

Fruits, vegetables, 
livestock, 
aquaculture 
production, plant 
propagation 
materials and 
compound feed 
manufacturing

Third-party 
certifi cation and 
monitoring by 
certifi cation bodies 
that need to be 
accredited

ILO CLC

ILO 169

WHO 
(pesticides)

Reqd

Soc: 14

Env: 29

Econ: 5

Recd

Soc: 0

Env: 11

Econ: 1

Total: 98 countries

LDCs: 10

Developing: 59

Developed: 29

Marine 
Aquarium 
Council (MAC)

Product/ 
process 
specifi c

Aquarium 
ornamental fi sh and 
marine habitat

Third-party 
certifi cation and 
monitoring by 
certifi cation bodies 
that need to be 
accredited

ISEAL CGSS

ISO 65

ILO CLC 138

CITESn

CBD

Reqd

Soc: 4

Env: 1

Econ: 0

Recd

Soc: 0

Env: 9

Econ: 0

Total: 5 countries

LDCs: 0

Developing: 3

Developed: 2

Marine 
Stewardship 
Council (MSC)

Product/ 
process 
specifi c

Over 67 species 
incl. cockles, cod, 
halibut, hake, 
herring, hoki, 
lobster, mackerel, 
salmon, scallops, 
sea bass, shrimp, 
sole and tuna

Third-party 
certifi cation and 
monitoring by 
certifi cation bodies 
that need to be 
accredited

ISEAL CGSS Reqd

Soc: 3

Env: 6

Econ: 2

Recd

Soc: 0

Env: 1

Econ: 1

Total: 38 countries

LDCs: 1

Developing: 12

Developed: 25

Organic 
(IFOAM)

Product/ 
process 
specifi c

Crop production, 
livestock, wild 
products, fi bre 
processing and 
aquaculture

Third-party 
certifi cation and 
monitoring by 
certifi cation bodies 
that need to be 
accredited.

ISEAL CGSS

ISO 59, 60, 61, 
62, 65, 66, 67, 
68 and 14000

WHO 
(pesticides)

Codex 
Alimentarius

CITES

CBD

Reqd

Soc: 5

Env: 26

Econ: 3

Recd

Soc: 13

Env: 4

Econ: 0

Total: 111 countries

LDCs: 15

Developing: 66

Developed: 30

Programme for 
the 
Endorsement 
of Forest 
Certifi cation 
Schemes 
(PEFC)

Product/ 
process 
specifi c

Forests, wood and 
paper products 
(e.g., furniture, 
building material, 
books) and non-
wood forest 
products

Third-party 
certifi cation and 
monitoring by 
certifi cation bodies 
that need to be 
accredited.

ISO 65, 14000, 
17000, 19000

ILO CLC

ILO Safe Work

ILO 169

CITES

Reqd

Soc: 9

Env: 7

Econ: 0

Recd

Soc: 11

Env: 10

Econ: 1

Total: 44 countries

LDCs: 0

Developing: 16

Developed: 28



VOLUNTARY STANDARDS: BOOM OR BUST FOR DEVELOPING COUNTRIES? 87

Type of 
standard

Products certifi ed
Certifi cation and 

monitoring

Compliance 
with int’l. norms 
and guidelines

Count of criteria for 
compliance

Geographic scope of 
standard operationa

Rainforest 
Alliance (RA)

Product/ 
process 
specifi c

Forestry products 
(incl. timber, paper) 
and agriculture 
products incl. 
cocoa, coffee, 
banana, pineapple, 
fl owers, tea, citrus, 
avocado, grapes, 
guava, kiwi, mango, 
passion fruit, 
plantain, rubber and 
vanilla

RA-trained 
specialists measure 
compliance and 
write a report 
evaluated by an 
independent/ 
voluntary expert 
committee. RA 
decides on 
awarding seal of 
approval.

ISEAL CGSS

ISO 14000

ILO CLC

ILO 169

WHO 
(pesticides)

CITES

CBD

Reqd

Soc: 22

Env: 21

Econ: 2

Recd

Soc: 14

Env: 16

Econ: 0

Total: 43 countries

LDCs: 5

Developing: 32

Developed: 6

Roundtable on 
Sustainable 
Biofuels (RSB)

Product/ 
process 
specifi c

Production and 
processing of 
biofuel feedstock 
and raw materials. 
Production, use and 
transportation of 
liquid biofuels.

RSB certifi cation 
system is 
undergoing pilot 
testing. In future, 
compliance will be 
demonstrated by 
on-site audit by a 
third-party 
accredited 
certifi cation body. 

ISEAL CGSS

ISO 59, 60, 61, 
62, 65, 66

ILO CLC

WTO TBT Agmt

Reqd

Soc: 26

Env: 32

Econ: 3

Recd

Soc: 0

Env: 5

Econ: 0

Standard will be 
implemented with no 
geographical 
restrictions. Pilot 
project locations as of 
April 2010 (no 
certifi cates issued 
during this phase):

Total: 9 countries

LDCs: 0

Developing: 4

Developed: 5

Social 
Account-ability 
International 
(SAI)

Generico Not restricted to any 
particular sector, 
product group or 
service activity

Third-party 
certifi cation and 
monitoring by 
certifi cation bodies 
that need to be 
accredited

ISEAL CGSS

ISO 59, 60, 61, 
65

ILO CLC

ILO 155

ILO Safe Work

Reqd

Soc: 31

Env: 0

Econ: 1

Recd

Soc: 3

Env: 0

Econ: 0

Total: 35 countries

LDCs: 6

Developing: 19

Developed: 10

Sustainable 
Agriculture 
Network (SAN)

Product/ 
process 
specifi c

Forestry products 
incl. timber and 
paper and forest-
derived products. 
Agriculture products 
incl. cocoa, coffee, 
banana, pineapple, 
fl owers, tea, citrus, 
avocado, grapes, 
guava, kiwi, mango, 
passion fruit, 
plantain, rubber and 
vanilla.

(for agriculture 
products) Audit 
report prepared by 
independent/ 
voluntary expert 
committee. 
Certifi cation by SAN 
Committee based 
on audit report.

ISEAL CGSS

ILO CLC

ILO 169

WHO 
(pesticides)

CITES

CBD

Reqd

Soc: 11

Env: 22

Econ: 0

Recd

Soc: 26

Env: 15

Econ: 2

Total: 39 countries

LDCs: 7

Developing: 32

Developed: 0
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Type of 
standard

Products certifi ed
Certifi cation and 

monitoring

Compliance 
with int’l. norms 
and guidelines

Count of criteria for 
compliance

Geographic scope of 
standard operationa

Sustainable 
Forestry 
Initiative (SFI)

Product/ 
process 
specifi c

Forests, wood and 
paper products, 
including wood 
building, print and 
packaging 
products.

Third-party 
certifi cation and 
monitoring by 
certifi cation bodies 
that need to be 
accredited

ISO 62, 65

ILO CLC 29, 87, 
98, 105, 111 
and 182

ILO 169

Reqd

Soc: 11

Env: 14

Econ: 0

Recd

Soc: 0

Env: 0

Econ: 0

Total: 2 countries

LDCs: 0

Developing: 0

Developed: 2

Union for 
Ethical 
BioTrade 
(UEBT)

Generic Natural ingredients 
that are either 
collected from their 
native wild 
environment or 
harvested in the 
area where they are 
naturally distributed

(for trading 
members) After the 
Membership 
Committee 
approves 
application, 
candidate 
undergoes third-
party audit by 
qualifi ed verifi cation 
body

ISEAL CGSS

ISO 65

ILO CLC

WHO 
(pesticides)

CBD

Reqd

Soc: 26

Env: 23

Econ: 7

Recd

Soc: 0

Env: 0

Econ: 0

Total: 10 countries

LDCs: 1

Developing: 6

Developed: 3

UTZ Certifi ed Product/ 
process 
specifi c

Coffee, cocoa and 
tea production and 
sourcing. UTZ 
Certifi ed contributes 
to developing 
traceability systems 
in sectors incl. palm 
oil, soy, biofuels and 
sugar cane.

Third-party 
certifi cation and 
monitoring by 
certifi cation bodies 
that need to be 
approved by UTZ 
Certifi ed

ISEAL CGSS

ILO CLC 29, 87, 
98, 105, 100, 
111 and 138

Reqd

Soc: 36

Env: 29

Econ: 6

Recd

Soc: 1

Env: 3

Econ: 1

Total: 21 countries

LDCs: 5

Developing: 16

Developed: 0

Notes:

(a) Countries of operation refer to those countries where standard bodies certify producers/exporters. Country classifi cation based on 
UN Statistics Division categorization. Available at: http://unstats.un.org/unsd/methods/m49/m49regin.htm.

(b) ISEAL CGSS: ISEAL Code of good standard setting

(c) ILO CLC: ILO Core Labour Convention (No. 29, 87, 98, 100, 105, 111, 138 and 182)

(d) WHO (pesticides): WHO classifi cation of pesticides

(e) Reqd: Required

(f) Recd: Recommended

(g) Soc: Social criteria

(h) Env: Environmental criteria

(i) Econ: Economic criteria

(j) ILO Safe Work: ILO Code of Safe Work

(k) WTO TBT Agmt: WTO Agreement on Technical Barriers to Trade

(l) CBD: Convention on Biological Diversity

(m) Certifi cation of entire companies

(n) CITES: Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Flora and Fauna

(o) Not limited to any particular product or process




